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Finding Solace 


by Ocean_Adjacent 


Summary 


“The alpha set the mug down in front of Max, and took his own bowl when Isaac offered it. 
Max stared at the steaming mug a moment too long—it was blue with white speckles, a chip 
in the handle—before he forced his eyes back down to his folded hands. As tests went, this 
one was obvious.“ 


A continuation of “Seeking Shelter” by sphagnum, opening from Max’s first morning with 
the pack, because be the sequel you want to see in the world. 


Notes 


I definitely suggest reading the original fic first, if you’ve somehow come here without 
seeing it. The cliff notes are, post-pandemic, an omega on the edge of starvation throws 
himself on the mercy of a pack of ex-military men on some sort of road trip in a post- 
apocalyptic, collapse environment. The virus impacted his brain, so he can’t understand 
anyone, and when he speaks it becomes garbled and no one can understand him. He thinks 
he’s going to be abused and that’s just the price he has to pay for food, but they take care of 
him. 


Content notes: much like the original fic, there is no sex of any variety in this story. We’re 
here for the ~feelings,~ but those feelings touch on some of Max’s past nonconsensual 
experiences, and his current anxiety over being at the mercy of people he doesn’t yet 
understand are decent. I don’t think it’s all that graphic but let me know if I should tag 
differently. I copied most of the tags from the original work. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


e Inspired by Seeking Shelter by sphagnum 


The first sensation to filter through to Max’s consciousness, was the warmth. When was the 
last time he was warm like this? Summer, probably. When the heat could be stifling, a 
clinging sweat that never went away even after dark. This wasn’t that, though. The air now 
was slightly chilled on his exposed face, air tinged with the scents of— 


Alpha. Stranger-alpha, on Max’s own neck. Scent-marked, the other man’s pheromones were 
overwhelming now that Max was waking up. The warmth on either side of him was because 
he was sandwiched between two men, their breathing sleep-even and gently ruffling his hair. 


The pack. That was right—he gave himself to this pack, last night. And they didn’t shoot 
him, didn’t even fuck him yet. They fed him. Max, careful to be still, moved his tongue 
around his mouth a little. Pushed at the inside of his teeth, the roof of his mouth, as he relived 
the sensation. His stomach was empty again now, but even if it took him another few days to 
earn more food from them, he knew he’d get it, and he knew he’d survive until then. At some 
point Max had read that a person can die from lack of salt, and he’d been worried, about the 
salt. He didn’t know enough about nutrition to know what else in particular to worry about, 
but he knew he was starving. But there’d been salt in the broth. 


He tried to make himself relax, against the tangled bodies around him. He didn’t have to 
wot!ry anymore—or, more accurately, worrying was no longer connected to any actions he 
could take to protect himself, and it would be better to shut that level of thinking all the way 
off. That’s what it meant, to be part of a pack. That was the deal he had made: giving up on 
his ability to choose, in exchange for staying alive. The last real decision he was ever going 
to make, had been to put down his knife. 


In bed between the two leaders of this pack, he tried to convince himself that it was a good 
decision. He might be the lowest rung on the ladder here, and it might take awhile for him to 
earn his place, but he’d done enough due diligence to think that it would be survivable. Nick 
and the other alpha, the man with the sandy hair, they didn’t knock around the others for fun, 
or go out of their way to enforce their status. Neither did the betas. They didn’t need to: from 
what he’d seen in his four days of spying, everyone here simply...got along. Max could get 
along. Max wasn’t going to give them a reason to hurt him, so they wouldn’t. They wouldn’t, 
even though they could. Even though it would be so easy. Even though Max couldn’t 
possibly stop them. 


He was trying to control his breathing and heart rate, trying to keep his scent calm, but then 
the alpha—Nick, Max had to be thinking of them by their names—shifted against him. One 
leg over where Max’s feet were entwined with Isaac’s, and then Nick’s erection was pressing 
into Max’s belly. 


He’d been doing such a good job of keeping under control, but the truth of it shouldered its 
way between his thoughts: it was going to hurt. 


He shouldn’t bother worrying about it, he knew that. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, 
for him to do about it, and so it didn’t bear thinking about. He just needed to—he needed to 
turn off this humming fear, and just be good. 


Saying it to himself wasn’t particularly helpful, though. And the elephant in the room was all 
that much harder to ignore, when it was right up against him. Max tried to pace his breathing, 
but his fear rose until he could smell it. 


Isaac . On the far end of the bed, the skittish omega was stirring. Isaac . When he gently 
shook Isaac’s shoulder, Max and Nick were jostled, too. 


Nick snapped into awareness first, pulling back from being half-on top of Max to push 
himself up on one arm. His dark brown eyes locked onto Max’s for a moment, before Max 
hurriedly averted his gaze. He turned his face into where Isaac’s arm was beneath his head 
and dropped his own shoulder, exposing the length of his neck. Submission, but with the 
benefit of hiding his expression. Hiding against the warm umber of Isaac’s skin, where it still 
smelled safe and he could close his eyes and brace himself. 


New kid freaking out? Nick’s tone didn’t sound pissed, at least. 


New kid freaking out. Sorry, I was trying to wake Isaac. And the skittish omega didn’t sound 
afraid at having woken their alpha, so that was something. 


You don t have to apologize. Are you good, yourself? 
Yeah, I’m good. 


Max started slightly, when Nick’s fingers came to the side of his neck. They felt for his pulse, 
and then started to stroke along the bare skin, making light, soothing passes from Max’s jaw 

to his collarbone and back. Hey, Max. Sorry to have spooked you. We were sleeping real close 
there, I know. But you’re alright, arent you? Nobody’ going to do anything to you, I promise. 


Who 8 doing what? Isaac stirred beneath Max. Max could hear the intake of breath as he 
scented the air. What's wrong? 


Probably a long list of things, and we cant clear any of it up with a simple conversation. I 
want somebody to be within arm 5 reach of him, at all times. 


Aw, sweetheart. Isaac shifted, and Nick pulled back. Isaac brushed a kiss against Max’s 
temple, his voice cheery and sympathetic. Can t say I’ve always been thrilled about it either, 
whenever I’ve woken up in bed with strangers. But then, I usually had the hangover to tip me 
off as to how I got there. 


Nick scoffed, but it wasn’t disparaging. Arms reach, and all weapons secured. I dont want 
him getting ahold of so much as a cooking knife. 


Are we gonna do some dumb shit? Nah, we’re not gonna do any dumb shit, are we, Max? 
Isaac stretched, wiggling a little bit. We re gonna get dressed, and have breakfast, and then 
hit the road. And it’s all gonna be real chill, you'll see. 


Between their soft voices and gentle touch, Max had relaxed a little bit, but he tensed back up 
as the mattress shifted again. Even with his face hidden, he screwed his eyes shut, because 


however soft they were being with him, Nick was going to choose one of them to satisfy 
himself this morning, and Max knew he was the shiny new prospect. 


I'll grab him some warm gear. Hey, Max, we’ve got some stuff in this bin, you want to come 
look? The second omega was moving off the bed first, and Max wondered how he knew he 
was dismissed. Then Isaac pushed the covers down, and sat up slowly with a yawn, 
prompting Max to uncurl and sit up as well. 


Isaac smiled at him, and made a little shooing gesture. Max didn’t need to be told twice, and 
scrambled off the bed after the second omega. 


Max got halfway through thinking that maybe taking care of Nick was always Isaac’s job in 
the morning, but Nick was following them, too. 


The second omega hadn’t gone very far—there was a shelving unit just past the doorway to 
the bedroom, with three large plastic storage tubs. He pulled the red one halfway out, which 
had the effect of trapping himself and Max in the little hallway, with Nick behind them. Max 
couldn’t help turning to put his back to the wall, flickering his eyes to check Nick’s 
expression and posture. The alpha wasn’t tense, didn’t seem angry, just wary the way he’d 
been the night before. 


The second omega dug around inside the bin, producing a pair of thick wooly socks and 
offering them to Max. After a moment of hesitation, another glance at Nick to make sure this 
was allowed, Max accepted them. There wasn’t enough room in the tiny hallway packed with 
three people for him to bend over and put them on, so he just held them, while the second 
omega continued to rifle. 


You’re more my size, so either of these should fit you. Now, he was holding up a yellow 
sweater and a navy blue jacket. He glanced at Max, and then weighed them back and forth in 
his hands, while Nick looked over Max’s shoulder. 


Max gave it a second, in case this was about Nick dressing him, before gesturing to the 
jacket. Next came hats, and Max opted for a dark green cable knit beanie over a bright orange 
hunter’s cap. 


You’ve been blending in a long time. 


Max kept his eyes averted from Nick as he pulled the beanie on, hoping this wasn’t a test 
with wrong answers. 


The second omega pulled on the items Max hadn’t chosen, and they filed to the RV 

door. Immediately, Max took a deep breath, grateful for the forest air. He’d been worried, in 
the kind of thought he hadn’t let himself think all the way, that they would keep him in the 
bedroom, and not let him back outside. They certainly didn’t have to let him out, especially 
while he was still so new and something of a flight risk. But there hadn’t been any drama at 
the door, even. No implied threats, no restraints. Nick had just...let him out. 


Outside, Wes was asleep in a bedroll by the long-dead fire, and the quiet beta gave them a 
little wave from where he was walking a slow circle around the periphery of the camp, rifle 


in hand. Max could smell, but couldn’t see, the second alpha, and it wasn’t until Nick exited 
the RV and turned back towards it that he realized the missing man was on the roof. 


Status report? 


Quiet all night. Pete and Wes swapped off at the four-hour, but I’ve been up, and theres been 
nothing. 


Nick let out a sigh. Thank you. I know we talked about staying in the area another few days... 


But you want to book it. Yeah, so do I. We’re good on supplies another...three days at least, 
without any hunting or scavenging. I know you don t like to cut it that close with the food, 
but... 


I like it even less that we were followed and watched, even if it turns out to be benign. 
Oh yeah, right there with you. If he can pull that off, half-dead from starvation... 
Yeah. Believe me, I’ve been thinking about what he’s capable of. 


You know Isaac ’s not going to un-adopt him for anything, right? The other alpha’s tone 
became a little teasing, and Nick sighed again. 


Last night. He took off his own clothes. Expected me to... 
The other alpha sucked at his teeth. AA, shit. 

I didnt. 

No shit, Nick, I know you didn t. You okay? 


Yeah, we’re all fine. Took me awhile to fall asleep, but everybody 8s okay. I just mention it, 
because... 


None of us are going to take a pass at him. 
I know, I know, I just want to say it. 
I hear you, Sarge. Let's get some food going, and get on the road . 


With a hand on his shoulder, Nick maneuvered Max back to sit on the rock from the night 
before. Then they stayed there, Max sitting with his shoulders slightly hunched, Nick 
standing next to him, while the rest of the camp got to work. It didn’t seem like they wanted 
him to do anything—or, more precisely, it seemed like what Nick wanted him to do was stay 
put, and not help with the work. 


It was just before dawn, the overcast sky the barest milky gray. Max watched from under his 
lashes as the second alpha jumped down from the RV roof, and approached the fire pit. He 
crouched, and the other omega brought him a pair of split logs and an armful of kindling. 


Max hadn’t seen Isaac dress or leave, but he came up from the direction of the river with one 
sloshing five-gallon bucket in each hand, his rifle slung across his chest. 


It was different, to be actually in the camp with them instead of perched at a distance. He’d 
known that the other alpha had a tattoo on the side of his neck, some kind of animal, but at 
this close range he could see it was a bull. He’d marked Isaac as left-handed from the way he 
held his rifle, but as he unscrewed the lid to a cistern attached to the RV, Max considered that 
the tall omega might be ambidextrous. 


Another point in this group’s favor: as far as Max had observed, they didn’t divide chores 
according to status. He’d seen Nick wash clothes in the river, seen Isaac stand watch with his 
rifle in hand. Currently, the other alpha and the other omega were cooking breakfast together, 
bringing some of the water Isaac had collected to a boil in a large cooking pot suspended over 
the fire. And then there was Wes, who was allowed to sleep in while the rest of them worked, 
after having been up late on watch. When the food was done, Isaac plopped down on the 
ground next to him, ruffling his hair and talking to him gently to rouse him. Even when he 
just grunted and pulled his bedroll over his head, there was no kick in the ribs to get him up. 


Max flinched when Nick tapped his shoulder, but then hurried to stand. He let Nick steer him 
over to the group around the fire. 


Logan, you got him? 


I got him. The other alpha patted the ground beside him, giving Max a friendly smile. Hey 
there, kid. Set on down, I don t bite. 


It was one thing to hold still while an alpha approached, but another to voluntarily move 
himself within arm’s reach. It was clear what they wanted from him, but Max felt a little 
surge of panic, as his legs locked. 


They were all quiet, all watching him. Max bit down on his cheek, and forced himself to 
move. He ended up sitting cross-legged a foot further than where the other alpha had directed 
him, but nobody cuffed him for it. 


Nick went to relieve the quiet beta from his position guarding the camp. This was another 
thing Max had learned to expect from watching them: in a reversal of how most packs 
handled meals, the lead alpha of this group would eat last. 


Where are his shoes? The quiet beta trotted up to the group, and crouched down on the other 
side of Max. 


Not in the RV, I looked when we got him some warm stuff. 


Nick called to them from where he’d stationed himself with his rifle: J stuck them in the to- 
wash bin, but they’re not all that bad, actually. 


The quiet beta disappeared into the RV, and then returned...carrying Max’s boots. Max felt 
his own attention lock on as he tracked the other man’s approach for a moment, before he 


made himself drop his eyes. It wouldn’t do to look too eager, too much like he wanted 
something. Especially when he hadn’t even done anything to get them back. 


Have any of you told Max your names yet? Isaac had maneuvered Wes’s head into his lap, 
and was deftly finger-combing the tangles out of Wes’s long brown hair, even as Wes put up a 
front of still being asleep. 


The quiet beta set Max’s boots on the ground next to him, and then drew with his finger in 
the dirt next to the campfire: PETE. 


“Hi Pete, I’m Max. I bet the others told you that already.” Max kept his hands folded tightly 
in his lap, so as to avoid even the appearance of reaching for his shoes. 


With a groan, Wes finally sat up, his hair a mess despite Isaac’s ministrations. Morning, Max. 
You dont happen to have a super secret stash of apocalypse coffee in one of these trees or 
something, do you? 


“Good morning, Wes.” He had to really make sure to keep track of their names. It wasn’t like 
he could ask them again if he forgot. 


Just the oat milk off the top. You can add a little sugar. Just a tiny bit. Pete was supervising 
the other alpha, as the man dipped a mug into the steaming pot they’d suspended over the 
fire. 


Max held very still as the other alpha approached, and crouched down. His heart pounded as 
the mug was brought to his lips. They were feeding him again, when he hadn’t even— 


It was hot, the water slightly sweet and starchy-thick, skimmed off the top of the men’s 
oatmeal. He leaned into it, savoring the taste, the warmth. 


Like the previous night, the alpha pulled it back when Max was halfway done. This time, he 
knew to expect it, so it was easier to keep calm. This sort of thing, the hand-feeding in fits 
and starts, keeping him on their dregs, must be how they trained their omegas. He hadn’t seen 
them do this with the other two, but that was probably because Isaac and the other omega 
were past the point of needing such training. If anything, that gave him hope that he could get 
there, too, if he played his cards right. Max was the unknown to the rest of them, here. He 
still had to prove himself to them, still had to learn the rules—and that was fine, he could do 
that. He knew how to be good for them, and as far as training went, this was painless. It just 
meant waiting, and Max could wait. Max bowed his head submissively, but he could still 
observe the movements of the others from this angle. Without looking directly at them, 
mainly by listening, he tracked as the others filled their bowls with oatmeal and dried fruit. 


Max really cant have any? Wes broke the quiet, his voice a little tense. 


Liquids for five to seven days. Pete seemed terse. I’ve already explained this. It’s not like I 
can put him on a mineral drip if you idiots induce refeeding syndrome and collapse his 
System. 


Five days, then. And yesterday was day one, so this is day two. 


Wes, you cant rules-lawyer somebody out of metabolic shutdown. 
It just feels mean, that he’s sitting there watching us eat. 


The other alpha cleared his throat, and reached out slowly to pat Max’s shoulder. We ’re 
taking care of him, Wes. Max, you hear me? We got you. 


It sounded like Max was being addressed, so he turned towards the alpha a little to 
acknowledge it, keeping his head bowed and eyes down. 


The alpha set the mug down in front of Max, and took his own bowl when Isaac offered it. 
Max stared at the steaming mug a moment too long—it was blue with white speckles, a chip 
in the handle—before he forced his eyes back down to his folded hands. As tests went, this 
one was obvious. They’d set him up in a little triangle: his shoes off to his left, the mug in 
front of him, the other alpha on his right ready to correct him if he reached for something he 
hadn’t been given permission to have. He focused on his breathing, keeping himself calm and 
steady with the knowledge that this wouldn’t last very long, that there wouldn’t be a 
punishment because he wasn’t going to fuck this up. 


The rest of them ate in relative quiet for a few minutes, until Wes broke it. He’s so still. 


He's terrified of us. The other omega spoke quietly as he took the pot of food off the fire, 
swapping it out for another larger bucket full of water. And it’s going to stay that way for a 
long time. We cant even talk to him. 


We should get him a notebook, since he can read and write. Can babels do sign language? 
I bet we can work something out. Hey Max, sweetheart? 


Max carefully looked up without raising his head, to find Isaac grinning and waving at him 
from the other side of the campfire. 


You can finish your breakfast. Pete, he can finish his breakfast, right? Isaac mimed reaching 
for something on the ground in front of him, and bringing it to his mouth. He made the 
movement again, and when Max’s gaze flickered between Isaac and the blue mug in front of 
him, Isaac’s grin widened and he nodded emphatically. 


Isaac, so far, had looked out for him. Max didn’t know what this meant, if Isaac was 
encouraging him to disobey for some reason or if he was trying to say that the test was over 
now, that Max could take the mug himself. 


Max opened his mouth just slightly, scenting the air. Everyone smelled calm, and there 
wasn’t even a trace of wrath in the group’s scent. He risked a quick glance around, still 
keeping his head down. Nick was maybe thirty feet away, not looking at them. Wes was 
filling another bow] with what was left from the pot, for Nick if Max’s previous spying was 
anything to go by. The skittish omega was collecting empty bowls, and the others were all 
watching Max. 


He needs to go slow. Logan, you can let him have the rest. Max caught Pete gesturing out of 
the corner of his eye. 


The other alpha picked the mug back up again, and brought it to Max’s lips. Max leaned in— 
the liquid had cooled slightly, but he drank until it was gone. 


Something in him settled, that he’d been allowed to finish the mug. He’d been right: this was 
going to be fine. Max could just be good, and they wouldn’t have to starve him to prove a 
point. 


“Thank you,” he said to the alpha, and slowly, carefully reached for the empty mug. The 
alpha let him take it, and then let Max take his empty bowl. “I’ll take care of these.” 


When he shifted into a crouch to take Pete’s bowl, the beta hesitated. Oh, hey, no. Kid, you 
don t have to— 


Let him help. The skittish omega interrupted, as he dropped the other bowls into the now- 
empty pot. He’ll feel better if hes contributing, trust me. 


Pete relented, letting Max take his bowl. Don t let him lift anything heavy, all right? 


The bucket over the fire was steaming now, and Max, after getting a nod from the alpha, 
began to help the skittish omega with the dishes. The group broke up, Isaac disappearing to 
collect more water and Pete swapping back off with Nick on guard duty. Nick crouched by 
the fire as he ate his breakfast quickly, and Max kept him in his peripheral vision while he did 
the dishes. 


He’d learned their process over the last few days: one person, the other omega this time 
around, dug a little pit with a spade retrieved from the RV. Then they used fistfuls of dry 
grass to wipe any residue from the bowls, spoons, and other cooking implements, dumping it 
all in the hole and burying it. In the future, this was going to be the step where Max planned 
to take advantage of any scraps. He’d lick the bowls right now if he thought he could get 
away with it, but as it was they were all watching him too closely, and his position was too 
tenuous to try and sneak anything. 


Next, Max took a clean rag offered by the other omega, and scrubbed the dishes in the hot 
water with a little bit of soap. He shoved his jacket and shirtsleeves up to his elbows, and 

passed the items one at a time off to the other omega, who rinsed them in a second bucket 
before drying them and stowing them back in the RV. 


The hot water felt good, and Max took the opportunity to scrub his hands, working the corner 
of the dish cloth under each of his still-grimy nails and around his cuticles. Along the lines of 
his palms and the creases of his knuckles, the dirt had become deeply ingrained, but he 
managed to steam and scrub almost all of it off. 


He hunched his shoulders up reflexively when Nick approached them, but then made himself 
drop them. Tipped his head to the side to expose his neck, even though it sent a tremor 
through him. 


Thank you for helping, Max. Nick passed him his bowl and spoon, and Max dipped his head 
in a move that wasn’t quite a bow but was still deferential as he took the items. 


Suddenly, Nick’s hand shot out, clasping onto Max’s wrist before he could pull away. Max 
jerked in surprise and let out a whimper without meaning to, Nick’s dishes thumping to the 
bottom of the hot water bucket as he lost his grip. 


His impulse was to rip himself free, but he didn’t even have his shoes anymore. He knew he 
wouldn’t get far. So instead, his mind flipped over to trying to figure out what he’d done 
wrong so he could fix it, as he leaned away from Nick, cringing backwards without outright 
pulling his arm away. 


“I’m sorry,” Max said, and he could hear the whine in his own voice. “I know you don’t 
understand me, but I’m sorry if I made you mad. I’m sorry, and I’ Il fix it, I promise.” 


It was almost painful to make himself look Nick in the face, and when he did he wished he 
hadn’t. The lead alpha’s mouth was pressed thin with disapproval that made Max’s throat 
tighten, and when he took in a little gasp of air Nick’s scent was tinged with anger. 


“I’m sorry,” Max repeated, and he tried to think of something else he could say, something 
else he could do to head this off. The only thing he could think of would be to kneel, but he 
found himself gritting his teeth instead. That...that was too much. Max didn’t think he could 
do it, not yet. The degree to which Nick loomed over him was bad enough with them both on 
their feet, and Max told himself that this wasn’t paralysis on his part, this was just strategy. 
He’d save it for when Nick actually started hitting him. He’d be glad to still have a card to 
play, when it came to that. 


Alphas had been fucking impossible back when Max could have a conversation with them, 
but being reduced to this sort of high-stakes guesswork made him sick to his stomach. 


Nick, you’re scaring him. The skittish omega was hovering next to them, and he reached out, 
not quite touching Nick’s shoulder. 


Have you seen this? His wrists? His arm? Nick was frowning down not at Max’s face, but at 
the exposed length of marred skin down his inner arm. His grip loosened until it was barely a 
grip at all, but he turned Max’s arm gently, angling as he inspected the damage. 


Max kept his swearing to the inside of his clenched teeth, because if it was the scars Nick 
didn’t like, there was nothing Max could do about that. This was the kind of stupid shit 
alphas could get hung up over, and Max couldn’t find it in him to even respect it. So fucking 
what if he wasn’t smooth and new all over? Nobody expected that of other dynamics, just 
omegas, and omegas certainly weren’t spared the rougher edges of life. That particular scar— 
five inches long, one inch wide, a burn that had melted the skin straight down the middle of 
his right forearm—was one Max happened to like. He’d done it to himself two years ago, and 
there was a matching one under his shirt just below his collarbone. 


At the time, it had meant he was his own person, for once in his life. At the time, it had meant 
never again. 


But then he’d gotten so hungry. 


A shout from down the hill: Nick, beloved, I’m going to need you to unhand baby boy there 
before he has an aneurism, or I’m going to have to drop kick you into the river. Isaac was 
coming back with more water, and at his approach Nick dropped Max’s wrist. 


Did you see, when he cleaned up last night? Are there any injuries we need to be taking care 


of? 


Max took a half-step backwards out of Nick’s reach, and then stopped himself. He needed to 
remember not to flinch, not from this alpha. He didn’t get to do that, anymore. If Nick wanted 
to grab him, wanted to hurt him, he would, and nothing was going to stop him. Certainly not 
Max. 


I didn t look, because the poor thing deserves what privacy we could give him. If he has an 
injury, it’ll come up without you manhandling him. Honestly, Nicholas, it's like you’ve 
learned nothing from when we found Johnny. Isaac swept over them like a benevolent storm, 
setting his buckets down and bustling right between Nick and Max. Gently, he tugged Max’s 
sleeves back down. 


There we go. Nobodys business, is it? Tough fucking world out there, but you’re tougher, isn t 
that right? I know exactly how it is. Come on, Nick can finish the dishes since he’s being so 
melodramatic. Let's get you back inside, sweetheart. What did you do with your shoes? Nick, 
why isn t baby boy wearing his shoes? 


Max couldn’t explain the way the mere sound of Isaac’s voice loosened something in his 
chest. It was instinct, to lean towards him. 


I dont know. Nick passed a hand over his face, suddenly tired. 
The other omega retrieved Max’s shoes. We gave them back to him, but he didnt put them on. 


Hmm. Isaac threw an arm over Max’s shoulders, and started to steer him towards the RV 
again. He called to Nick over his shoulder: Grab him like that again and I'll take your hand 
off with my teeth, beloved. 


I know, I know. I—wait, hang on. Nick sidestepped into their path, one hand up in... 


It was a placating gesture. Max did a double take, to see that from an alpha. He was so 
surprised he forgot that he wasn’t supposed to be looking the alphas in the face, and he met 
Nick’s eyes. 


Deep brown eyes, framed by long, thick lashes. Set into a pale brown face, lightly lined in a 
way that made his age hard to guess, although if pressed Max would go with early thirties. 
Nick’s full lips gave his face a slightly unexpected softness, and there was an earnestness 
there that stopped Max in his tracks. 


He didn’t understand the words Nick said to him then. Would never understand any of his 
words, no matter how long they spent together, no matter what else passed between them. But 


the tone of it, his expression, the fact that he was talking to Max anyways even though they 
both knew Max wouldn’t understand: it all added up to a feeling Max could interpret, at the 
very least. They were good, Max and Nick. Nick wasn’t upset, was maybe even a little 
apologetic, and so Max didn’t have to be afraid. He felt his shoulders come down. Max 
nodded, and hoped it Nick could tell that he got it. 


Isaac planted a kiss on Max’s cheek, and then leaned in to catch Nick’s lips for a longer, 
lingering kiss. Then he continued on to the RV, towing Max along with him. 


The other alpha followed them inside. Hey, Max. C’mere a sec. He waved Max towards a 
little door across from the clothing bins, and opened it to reveal a tiny bathroom. Composting 
toilet, bucket of sawdust, sink fixed into the wall, mirror bolted above it. There wasn’t room 
for two people in the bathroom, so Max stood in the hall while the alpha breathed on the 
mirror, fogging it up. He wrote with his finger, joining the letters together in a surprisingly 
neat cursive: Logan . Then he pulled back, grinning, and gestured to himself. 


Logan was a little younger than Nick—late twenties. He was wiry where Nick was broad, 
and only maybe an inch or two taller than Max. The tan of his skin was very much from the 
sun rather than heritage, and his blue eyes crinkled at the corners when Max dared to meet 
them. 


Even though Max couldn’t make himself hold eye contact, he found himself smiling a little in 
return. “Hi, Logan. Thanks for feeding me, this morning. Thanks for having me here.” 


Oh my god, you’re adorable. Brave as shit, anybody ever tell you that? I’m going to crash 
now, but I’m so glad you came to us. We’re going to take care of you. 


Max retreated as Logan eased by him, and he watched for a second as the other man stripped 
off his outer layers and then flopped down in the bedroom in a T-shirt and boxers. There 
wasn’t even the implication that Max was to follow. He turned, and found Isaac’s eyes where 
the other man was watching him from a booth set into the wall. Max gestured towards the 
bathroom. “Is it okay if I...” 


Go, go ahead, all good. Isaac waved at him and smiled, and Max took the permission to slip 
into the bathroom and close the door. 


Alone. Max let his face fall, as he gripped the sink. He’d forgotten how much it took out of 
him, trying to be so careful all the time. Controlling his expression, keeping still, not reacting 
the way his body wanted him to. It had been...such a relief, to be on his own. At first, and 
then for a long time after. He could be done with not just the mind games and harsh 
consequences inherent to living with a pack, but the ways in which he inevitably contorted 
himself to handle it. Even just the waiting—Max hadn’t realized how much of his life he’d 
spent waiting, before. Going where he was put, keeping his head down, being nothing while 
everyone else made all the decisions. He’d gotten to be done with all of it, in an instant. And 
it had been so nice, to have that much say in his own life. Deciding when he woke up, when 
he went to sleep. What he was going to do that day, what he was going to do with all of his 
time. Making plans beyond the next few minutes had been a novel experience, but Max had 
loved it. And despite what everyone said about omegas he’d managed to be good at it, for a 
pretty long time. 


That was over now, though. 


He relieved himself, and washed his hands in the sink. They had soap in here, and after he 
washed his hands he took a moment to scrub his face as clean as he could get it, tucking his 
new hat into his jacket pocket out of the way. He spent a little time on his wrists, pushing his 
shirt and jacket back up. The dirt tended to accumulate along the ridged scars, same as it did 
the creases of his palms, and Nick had already noticed. 


He stared at himself in the mirror for a long moment, after he scrubbed his face dry with a 
hand towel handing on the wall. This wasn’t a great state of affairs, all told. He hadn’t gotten 
a good look at himself in some time, but he was badly emaciated, his pale skin loose over his 
prominent bones. It made all his features skeletal and more exaggerated, from his arched nose 
to his pointed chin. His hair—dense, dark brown curls, six or seven months of growth at 
least, and maybe matted beyond help at this point. His eyes, more hazel than brown, were 
sunken and ringed with shadows. 


Max had to admit: he wouldn’t want to fuck him, either, if he were an alpha. 


There wasn’t much he could do at this juncture to be more appealing, but hopefully they 
would keep him around while he put on a bit of weight. Maybe let him do something about 
his hair—buzz it off, if Isaac’s style was any indication of what Nick preferred. Neither of the 
other omegas ever wore makeup in the time Max had observed them, so this pack’s alphas 
probably liked the natural look. It was just a shame that Max’s current natural look was more 
‘near starvation’ than anything else. 


He took a breath to steady himself, and then slipped back out the door. Isaac was still seated 
in the booth, and he held out his arm, an obvious indication that Max should join. Wes was 
leaned up against the opposite wall, and he smiled as Max slid into the booth, immediately 
sitting beside Isaac. 


This part—Isaac’s warmth, his crooning, one arm wrapped around Max and scritching 
through his hair—Max had missed. Touch coming from alphas, and from betas too, was often 
unnerving at best and frightening at worst. His instincts might crave it, but Max generally 
knew better. Even in the moments when it was good, it wasn’t worth the cost. But other 
omegas were safe. The camaraderie, the intimacy with others of his own dynamic—that had 
been the best part, of all of Max’s previous experiences with packs. He knew it was important 
to get Nick, and to a lesser extent Logan, to want him. He understood that, on an intellectual 
level. But his whole body yearned for Isaac to like him, to fuss over him, to be as caring and 
gentle as he was being right now. Max wasn’t going to run for a lot of reasons, first among 
them being that it was pretty clear he’d die if he stayed on his own much longer, but Isaac’s 
easy affection was far and away the best reason to stay. 


Max wanted to reciprocate. Wes was watching them, but with a small smile on his face, and 
he didn’t seem like he was about to interfere. The actual hierarchy here was a little confusing, 
but the way Isaac spoke to the others, intervening even with Nick, clearly made him one of 
the pack’s leaders. Max turned his face into Isaac’s neck so he wouldn’t have to watch Wes 
watching them, and settled one of his hands on Isaac’s knee. 


Oh my god, just kill me now, baby boy you’re too precious. 


I think he likes you. 

Wes, I’m going to die, he’s so cute. 

The RV door opened, and Max peeked a little, watching the rest of the pack board. 
Nick went to the driver’s seat. Isaac, shotgun? 

Little busy turning into a puddle, darling. 


Please? I'd kind of like to talk this over. I’m...not thrilled, about heading into Kansas City 
with this as a complication. 


Isaac sighed. Yeah, I know. He tapped Max’s hand, and Max pulled back, disentangling. He 
gestured to himself, and to the front of the RV. We re going to be right up there if you need 
anything, okay? Come get us for any little thing, okay baby? 


Nick hesitated. Wes, are you going to sleep? 
Maybe later. I can watch him, if that’s what you’re asking. 
Thank you, yes. 


Nick and Isaac took the front seats, as they got underway. The rumble of Nick’s voice would 
be too soft to hear even if Max could have understood, and Isaac’s voice was similarly 
pitched low. Pete went back into the bedroom with Logan to sleep, and the other omega 
gestured to the booth, like he was asking Max’s permission to sit next to him. Max slid over 
immediately, and the other omega joined him. 


I havent introduced myself yet, but I’m Johnny. He took his finger and made a J on the table 
top in front of them, glancing to Max, who nodded. To show he understood what they were 
doing, Max traced a J on the table, too. 


Slowly, with Max copying, they made it through J-O-H-N. When John sat back, Wes snorted, 
and scooted into the booth on the other side of him, to add N-Y. Jf7’m Wes and not Weston, 
you cant be John , man, be serious. 


Johnny scoffed at him, but it was lighthearted. Max watched out of the corner of his eye as 
the two of them fit against each other, Wes’s arm casually over Johnny’s shoulders, Johnny’s 
head leaned back into Wes like he wasn’t the least bit afraid. These two were the youngest of 
the pack, early twenties by Max’s reckoning. 


Johnny caught Max’s eye, caught him watching, and set his hand on the table, palm-up, 
before Max could turn away. Max took a moment to think about it, and then slowly, 
cautiously slid his right hand over Johnny’s left. 


He let his fingertips track over the callouses of Johnny’s palm, brushing lightly down the 
length of his fingers before settling into a loose version of holding hands. Max shot a quick 
glance at Wes to make sure he was okay with this, and found the beta’s expression had gone 
soft and a little sad. 


Johnny caught Max checking for Wes’s approval, too, and his lips pressed together. /t’s okay, 
Max. You’re doing really well. I...I think I did worse, when I first joined the pack. And I had 
more to work with. At least they could tell me they werent going to beat me, even if I didn t 
believe it. His voice was soft, like he was talking to himself as much as he was talking to 
Max. Not for a long time . 


Wes kissed Johnny on the temple. You see his wrists? 


Yeah. Somebody tried to keep him, when he didnt want to be kept. Honestly? It makes me feel 
better, about us having him here. 


How do you mean? 


If he doesn t want to stay, he’ll go. I dont think we...even with the communication issue, I 
don t think we could keep him, against his consent. If we cross his lines, even accidentally, 
he’ll run. He knows how to do that, and he won t stay through anything he really doesn t want 
out of fear or inertia. I wasnt...I’m not like that. Johnny shivered slightly. I’ve never had to 
be alone. I wouldn t know how. 


Whatever Johnny was saying, it put a note of distress in Wes’s scent. You’ll never have to. 


Max listened to the pattern of their voices, for the long drive until they stopped around 
midday. Nick pulled the RV off the road behind a copse of trees, and Isaac went back to the 
bedroom to rouse Logan and Pete. They circled up around the table, which trapped Max in 
the booth. 


Nick cleared his throat. Okay. So where we’re at, is this: we cant not do the Kansas City job. 
They're expecting us and the situation is urgent, so the mission still has to come first. It is 
going to be dangerous. Like with Johnny, there is nowhere else safe we could send Max. 


And we’re not going to leave him, Wes interrupted. 
No, we’re not going to leave him. 


He's ours, Isaac said. There was the barest edge to his voice, but somehow the whole group 
relaxed a little after he spoke. Max could feel it, a deflating of the tension. 


One way this is different, Nick continued, is that we could explain who we are and what we 
do to Johnny, who then decided that he was ready to accept the risk of being in this pack. It 
would not be fair to Max, to drag him into this shit without him knowing what's going on. So 
we ’re going to need to find a way to communicate with him, and we have to be prepared to 
send him on his way if this isn t something he wants to be a part of. 


The tension was back. Wes was frowning, and Pete broke into the conversation, his tone 
aggrieved. Not in this state, though. Sarge, we’re going to be in Kansas City by the end of the 
week, and he'll barely be on solids at that point. I can t in good conscience— 


I’m not asking you to go against your conscience— 


Isaac cut in, and the rest of them fell silent: You think I want to let this kid out of my sight 
ever again? He's clearly been through hell and is on his last legs. But what I’m not going to 
do, Pete, is take somebody to deaths door who didn t sign up for it in advance. 


So you’d dump a starving omega in the wilderness? Pete exclaimed, more incredulous than 
pissed off. 


Nobodys dumping anybody anywhere. Nick passed a hand over his face. [fhe doesn t want to 
stay with us, that’s his prerogative. I won t pretend there’ an ideal solution, here, but I’m 
with Isaac on this. He needs to know what he 5 risking, if he stays. 


Nah, we'll get his consent, it'll be all good. Wes waved a little, to get Max’s attention. We , he 
gestured to the group. Defuse , he made a repetitive tearing motion with his hands. Nuclear 
missiles , he put both hands on the table and then popped them up, shaking them around in 
the air. Then he made an X with his index fingers, shaking his head with a serious expression. 
Max, are you good with that? He pointed to Max, and smiled with a thumbs up. Or bad with 
that? He made a thumbs down, and an exaggerated frown. 


Max’s impulse was to shrink since he was obviously being asked some type of question he 
had no way to answer, but the others seemed more focused on Wes than on him. 


For shit’s sake. Nick covered his face with both of his hands. 
Thats what you’d sign for ‘nuclear missiles?’ Johnny seemed to be trying not to laugh. 


I’m trying to do the mushroom cloud! Wes repeated the most nonsensical of the motions, 
followed by the X again. Mushroom cloud, no. 


What is this? Isaac wasn’t trying to smother his laughter at all, as he repeated the tearing 
motion. What is it you think I do, snap them like they’re sticks? 


Pete was shaking his head, but he was smiling, too. Wes, somehow I dont think thats going 
to get it across. Sarge needs to give his whole ‘we still live in a society’ speech. 


The group, at least, seemed to recognize the absurdity in Wes’s attempt to communicate, 
which took the pressure off Max to try and take it seriously. Impulsively, he gave Wes a 
thumbs up, since it was clear they didn’t really expect him to have understood. 


Most of the pack dissolved into laughter, and what tension remained vanished. Nick gave a 
small smile, but his eyes were appraising Max in a way that wasn’t entirely comfortable. 


Jesus Christ, he made a fucking joke, Logan exclaimed. 
He's going to be okay . Isaac was merry too, but a little misty-eyed. Hes going to fit right in. 


Oh ! Wes got to his feet fast enough that Max cringed a little, even with Johnny in between 
them. The picture! Why didnt I think of this before, when we were doing everybody s names? 


He pushed past the others to get to the cab of the RV, and then after some rustling reemerged 
with an 8-by-10 glossy photo that had seen better days, faded and crunched at the corners. He 


pushed it at Max, who took it carefully, and then he took his seat next on the other side of 
Johnny once again. 


A dozen men in army fatigues were arranged in two lines of six. Max picked out the faces of 
the pack immediately, minus Johnny. This was clearly a years-old photo, judging by how 
much they’d all aged. The Pete in the photo had a full beard and head of hair in dark brown, 
while the man standing on the other side of table was going silver at his temples and had salt- 
and-pepper stubble. Nick was significantly more heavyset in the photo, and his face had 
fewer lines, his expression and posture more relaxed than Max had ever seen him. The most 
dramatic difference was Wes, who looked much more like a child than a young man, 
beardless and throwing a peace sign at the camera with a giant grin. 


Their names and ranks were on the back, in between the names of the men pictured who Max 
guessed were no longer living. Staff Sergeant Nicholas Ortiz. Captain Isaac Harris, PhD. 
Major Peter Karakozov, MD. Private Weston Smith. Second Lieutenant Logan Prejean- 
LeBlanc. 


Max was so preoccupied with picking out their names that he didn’t notice the heading until 
Wes tapped it. In handwriting above the typed names, someone had scrawled: OG Bomb 
Squad 2k17!! 


This was from before the collapse. Before the virus, even. Wes tapped the words Bomb 
Squad again, and then gestured in a circle, at the pack. He made the gesture again, popping 
his hands up and shaking them around, followed by making the X and shaking his head with 
a serious expression. 


“You're a bomb squad,” Max said slowly. He tapped the table, raising his eyebrows. “Now? 
You’re working as a bomb squad, now?” 


Wes tapped the words Bomb Squad a third time, and repeated the thumbs up/thumbs down 
gesture. 


“Are you asking me if that’s okay?” Max thought aloud. He still didn’t understand the 
question, but he gave Wes a thumbs up anyways. 


Yeah, this isn t good enough. Nick was shaking his head. Thanks for trying, Wes, but I want to 
raid the gas station, a quarter-mile up the road. Our usual resupply, but also a way to 
communicate with Max. Notebook and pen, at a minimum. Logan and Wes, I want you on 
recon. Secure the site, and then radio us and I'll drive down. 


The others talked, and Max flipped the photo back over to look at their faces again. The front 
row of six were seated, the back row standing. Isaac was in the middle of the back row, each 
arm thrown around the shoulders of the young men on either side, protective and familiar. 
Logan was sitting, and the angle of his legs didn’t quite hide that he was holding hands with 
the soldier seated beside him. This photo, clearly so well-loved, wasn’t just of the pack, Max 
realized. It was the pack as it had been, before. It was the people they’d lost. 


Six years ago. A before getting hazier by the day. Max had still lived with the pack he’d been 
born into, his dam and sire and a handful of others. They’d sold him the next year, shortly 


after he’d turned sixteen. 


That first time, it hadn’t been so bad. It had felt bad, had felt like the end of the world, but in 

hindsight Max knew he’d been treated gently by the pack who'd purchased him. They’d been 
very clear with him about their rules, and fair about the consequences. Max had been the one 

who was out of line, who’d struggled to adapt. If he could do it over again, knowing what he 

knew now, he would have buckled down and made it work. 


After all, he now had the actual end of the world, to compare it to. 


He turned the photo over again, and couldn’t help but run his finger over Isaac’s name. PhD 
—that was a lot of school for anyone, but for an omega? Max had been educated at home, up 
until he was sold. He’d liked Isaac before sort of on principle, but now he felt something like 
awe, that Isaac had been able to pull that off. 


When he looked up again, Logan and Wes were strapping on combat gear from cupboards 
across from the table in what once had been a kitchenette, but had been refitted to 
accommodate a large gun locker. Max kept his eyes averted, and hoped he’d go unnoticed 
through whatever this was. He glanced around under his lashes, opening his mouth just a 
little to scent the air surreptitiously, and saw Johnny watching him. His expression was hard 
to read—maybe thoughtful, maybe sad. 


It was more waiting after that, after Logan and Wes left. Nick, Pete, and Isaac geared up as 
well, and armed themselves. Max tried to be small and still, sitting in the booth with Johnny. 
He tried to think of nothing at all, because he was going to spiral hard if he started imaging 
reasons for them to be dressed for a fight. 


A radio on Nick’s shoulder crackled, even less intelligible than speech usually was to Max. 
The rest of them seemed to understand it, though, and Nick got back behind the wheel. 


In minutes, they were parked behind a gas station convenience store, not visible from the 
road. Max kept his head down, but he stole glances out the window to orient himself as his 
heart pounded. 


Max hadn’t really expected to be allowed outside, but it stung a little bit that they let Johnny 
go out with Nick, while Isaac stayed in the RV with Max, posted by the door with his rifle. It 
was so clear that they didn’t trust him, that he was being guarded. 


Max put his hands on the table, palm up, and tucked his chin to his chest. He reminded 
himself that he’d chosen this. The RV wasn’t a prison, was miles different from some of the 
places Max had been kept. They could be keeping him in the bedroom only, but they weren’t 
doing that. They’d let him go outside to have breakfast with the group just hours ago, which 
was more than promising. He hadn’t figured out what to do to get his shoes back yet, but they 
weren’t keeping him tied up. 


Isaac had his back to him, was watching out the window next to the door. Windows, Max had 
to remember that. He wasn’t going to look now, when they clearly didn’t want him involved 
with whatever was going on, but the windows made this RV meaningfully different from a 
shipping container, even if it was about the same size. 


That had easily been among the worst of them. Four months, crammed in with a dozen other 
omegas, the only light coming in through a handful of speckled rust-holes that also let in the 
rain. He’d tried to sleep by the door, to up his odds of being chosen because they fed the ones 
they fucked. The omegas hadn’t been able to do anything but listen, when their alphas and 
betas had been slaughtered by a raiding party. Max had only ever been taken in and out at 
night, and so the raiders dragging out their prizes had been the first time he’d seen the outside 
of the shipping container in the daylight. Painted on the side was a sign, in capital letters, in 
case anyone had any doubt what the pack thought of them: BITCHES. 


Oh, sweetheart, it’s okay. Isaac had turned, and Max could smell his own anxiety so he knew 
Isaac could too. They ’re all just going to take a look around, and grab us some stuff. In and 
out, half an hour tops. 


That Isaac was trying to reassure him, even though Max couldn’t understand, caused an 
unexpected prickling in his eyes. One of the other omegas in the shipping container had tried 
to keep everyone calm, during the attack. Max hadn’t understood the words then either, but 
he’d known the tone, and he’d clung to it. 


Isaac said something into his radio, and then kept talking to Max. The steady flow of his 
voice was as soothing as his calm scent, and gradually Max’s shoulders went slack again. He 
found himself taking the photo in his hands once again, inspecting it, turning it over. He 
tapped Isaac’s name, tapped the PhD, and pointed at Isaac, who grinned, nodded, and started 
speaking excitedly. Max imagined he was telling him what he’d studied, and how he’d liked 
it. He ran through options, for what it could be: art history. Physics. Environmental science. 
Spanish. He wondered if, whatever it was, it was still useful, in this world unmade. He hoped 
Isaac had had a good time, going to all that school. 


The others came back as a group. Wes and Logan stayed outside, and from the sounds they 
made they were gassing up the RV. Nick, Johnny, and Pete brought bags of things, setting 
them on the floor. 


As soon as Nick put his rifle away, he slid into the booth next to Max, who froze and did his 
best not to cringe away. 


This was the best I could find. Nick produced a mostly-depleted three-by-five pad of paper, 
printed like a restaurant would have for taking orders, and a sharpened pencil. Max sucked in 
a sharp breath. 


Three years. Three years, he’d been unable to communicate with anyone. Gestures, shouting, 
body language, implied threats—no one had ever really tried to speak to him, in a way he 
could understand. For the past two years, Max had done his best to avoid any other living 
soul. 


He’d just calmed down again, but he felt his eyes tearing up when he made another moment 
of shocked eye contact with Nick. Nick’s smile was a little sad, and he started writing on the 
pad. 


When he finished, there was a question at the top of the first page: Do you have any injuries 
that need medical attention? 


Max blinked. That was the first thing they wanted to know? He started to shake his head, but 
Nick pushed the pad and pencil across the table, in front of Max. 


They were giving it to him. They were letting him talk, in the only way he could. His eyes 
clouded over for a moment before he blinked it back. His hand shook only for a second, 
before he took up the pencil: No sir. 


He was going to be so good . He would do anything for them, if they let him have this. 


When Max set the pencil down, Nick picked it back up. His next question took most of the 
rest of the little order pad’s top page: Are you in any danger, specifically are you a 
runaway and should we expect people to be coming after you? 


He gave Max the pencil back. Unhesitatingly, Max wrote, No sir. 


Isaac slid in on the other side of Max, so he was bracketed by the pack leads. He looked at 
the notepad, and when he spoke it had the cadence of reading aloud. 


Pete got behind the wheel, as the others boarded. But they stayed in a huddle around the 
table, even as the RV got underway. 


Nick’s next question moved to the next page: If you are not a runaway, where did you 
come from? Where is your last pack? 


Max knew he couldn’t afford to hesitate. He wrote: I’ve been alone a long time, sir. My last 
pack is dead. 


He wasn’t about to tell these men that he’d killed his last pack. 
Nick: you were the only survivor? 
Max: yes sir. 


Max had been the only omega. They had kept him tied to the headboard, in that pack. An 
alpha and two betas, men who didn’t care enough to let him heal before they used him again. 
He’d understood where that went, so he played along until they finally let him up, and he’d 
gone for the alpha’s gun and gotten them first. 


Wes interrupted, and Nick nodded at whatever he had to say, appearing to write it down: how 
long have you been alone? 


This was a risky move, but Max wanted to test the waters with a question of his own. After a 
lightning-speed deliberation, he decided not to ask permission, and to just ask directly. Nick 
might cuff him for it, but he hadn’t hit Max yet, which meant it was time to push it just a 
little: ’'m not sure exactly, sir. What’s today’s date? 


Nick: December 18th, 2023. 


Max: thank you sir. I’ve been alone for about two years. 


That set off a round of exclamations from the pack, and Max cringed, his heart racing. Maybe 
he shouldn’t have been honest. Maybe thinking he’d gone, what, feral? Would make them 
trust him even less. Maybe they’d think him more in need of breaking, for having been 
without an alpha for so long. 


Nick spoke to the group for a moment, and while they all calmed in speech, their scents 
remained distressed. His next question started a new page: I have some things to tell you 
about this pack. But first, do you have any questions for us? Anything you want to say? 


Max’s heart was in his mouth. He took the pencil, his palms starting to sweat. There weren’t 
many pages in this pad—eight or ten at the most, leafs of paper not much bigger than his 
hand. And there was no telling if he might ever have this opportunity again. The enormity of 
it was breathing down the back of his neck. He had to get this right. 


Max: No questions sir. I just want to say that I am so grateful to you and to your pack. 
Thank you for the food and thank you for the clothes. I am yours to claim and I swear I 
will be good for you. I’m sorry I can’t understand but I promise I will make it up to 
you. 


The waft of displeasure that rose from the pack as Isaac read it aloud made Max start to 
tremble. He set the pad and pencil down, turning his empty hands palm-up on the table. He 
kept his eyes down on the table, kept his breathing in tightly controlled inhales and exhales, 
as he tipped his head to the side, showing Nick his neck. 


Several people started talking at once, and Max cringed as they started to raise their voices. 
Isaac seemed to win out once again, gesturing sharply to the group. As he spoke, Nick tried 
to pass him the pencil and paper, but Isaac shook his head and passed it back. Johnny spoke 
quietly, voice hesitant, as Nick started to write something on the pad. 


Isaac shifted, pressing the side of his thigh against Max’s under the table. He was still 
wearing a plate carrier, but Max leaned into him. 


Nick filled a page, and then another. Max bit his tongue to keep from fidgeting. This must be 
the rules. This pack was so kind—Nick was writing them out for him, to make sure he 
understood. He wouldn’t have to find out through breaking them accidentally. 


Max took a deep breath, when Nick passed the paper back. Under the heading THINGS TO 
KNOW ABOUT THIS PACK , he’d made bullet points: 


e¢ We are not going to hurt you 

e This means we aren’t going to beat you, and nobody is going to do anything to you 
that you don’t want 

¢ Including sex 

¢ We don’t think it is your fault that you can’t understand and it is not something 
you have to make up for 

¢ Being mine doesn’t mean I’m going to mark you. Pete does not have a bite from 
me or from Logan and that doesn’t make him any less a member of this pack 

¢ This pack is a weapons disposal team, and we decided not to hunker down and 
establish a territory when everything collapsed. We think our work is very 


important, but it is very dangerous. Every job, we could all die if things go wrong. 
We have lost people in the past. If you decide that this is too dangerous and you 
don’t want to be with us, that is OK and we will give you food and help you find 
somewhere else to go. It is up to you. If you want to stay with us we will take care 
of you. 

¢ Questions are good and I want you to ask questions. Please ask a question on the 
next page. 


Max took in a shaky breath, and read it again. This was...not a list of rules. This was more 
like a conversation. He picked up the pencil, and wrote: I want to be good for you sir. What 
are your rules? 


More conversation: anxious chatter from Wes, something like consternation from Logan. 
Once again, Isaac quieted the group, and he and Johnny spoke as Nick wrote. 


Rules: 


¢ Don’t hurt anyone 

¢ This means anyone else and also yourself 

e Listen to Pete about your health (he is a doctor) 

¢ Tell someone if you need help or have questions 

e Stay with someone else when you are outside the RV 

¢ If something happens do whatever Johnny does, he already knows our emergency 
protocols 


Max looked from the pad of paper, to Nick, and then around at the pack. Was it possible they 
didn’t know what he meant, by ‘what are the rules’? And how was he supposed to tell 
anyone anything? 


Nick took the pad back, flipped back. He tapped the line, “‘ Questions are good and I want 
you to ask questions. Please ask a question on the next page ,” and passed it back to Max. 


Max had infinite questions. There were only three pages left in the little notepad. If this is 
what being ‘good’ meant to Nick for whatever reason, Max was going to be great . 


He started with the obvious one: What do you like? 


Somehow, this started another argument among the pack. Maybe everything Max said would. 
Maybe this was just how they all talked, everyone tripping over each other, not waiting for 
permission to speak. 


Ultimately, Nick wrote back: What do you mean? 


Max blinked at that. What did he mean, what did Max mean? He wrote: If you tell me what 
you like then I will do it. 


More arguing. Logan seemed to have a strong opinion about this, and Pete yelled something 
from the driver’s seat. 


you don’t want Including sex .” 


This was bordering on disrespect, but Max didn’t want to use any more of the paper than 
necessary. He flipped pages too, and underlined for Nick: “ I want to be good for you sir. ” 


This time, it was Nick who waved for the others to be quiet, and he wrote just one word at the 
top of a new page before passing the pad back to Max: Why? 


What did he mean, why ? What part of this wasn’t enormously fucking obvious? Max felt the 
dampness under his arms when he shifted his weight in his seat, uneasy. He reached for the 
pencil, and then stopped. He’d already decided that they would use the backs of the pages 
too, so he wasn’t as concerned about taking up space as he had been initially. He picked up 
the pencil, and then put it down again, trying to pick this apart. 


It depended on what part of it they didn’t understand. He could certainly attempt to flay 
himself open, and tell them that he’d rather die than be sold again. That he didn’t think he 
could survive that another time, the feeling of being a thing to be exchanged and used. That 
he’d spent two years piecing himself back together from the last time. That he’d killed for his 
freedom, but he was giving it up now, on purpose, and it had fucking better be worth it. That 
he needed them to keep him, that he understood what it was he had to offer. What made 
omegas valuable, to everyone else. 


Why. He didn’t want to gut himself like that, actually. Not for these people he didn’t really 
know. It should be obvious to them, anyways. The other omegas had to know what Max 
meant, at least, and he found himself searching for Johnny’s eyes. And there, yes, he got it. 
Max could tell he got it, had shared that look with other omegas a hundred times. 


Johnny crouched on the other side of the table, and said something to Nick. Nick passed him 
the paper and pen. Beneath the why, Johnny wrote another full page. His handwriting was 
cramped but neat, and when he was finished he passed it back to Max. 


You don’t have to answer that. It is going to be hard to explain anyways. What happens 
now: we are going to a job in Kansas City and Isaac is going to take apart some nukes. 
Every time we do this there is a risk we all get blown up. The pack is concerned that you 
are going to be more afraid of being around the bombs than of being on your own. We 
don’t have a good plan B if you don’t want to come on the job but we also aren’t going 
to take you if you don’t want to come. Yes/no, do you want to stay with us, even 
knowing this? 


Max read it twice, and then he took the pencil. He circled the Yes three times, underlined it. 
He set the pad flat on the table and tapped the Yes with the pencil, so they could all see it. 


Smiles all around. The relief in Isaac’s scent in particular was so strong that Max was taken 
aback a little bit, and he turned to look at him without thinking about how it put his back to 
Nick. The emotion on Isaac’s face was hard to place, but he gently settled one large hand on 
either side of Max’s face, and kissed him on the forehead. It felt like nothing less than a 
benediction, and Max was reminded strongly of the handful of times he’d seen other omegas 


submit to the bonding bite of their alphas—a reverent sort of intimacy. When Isaac pulled 
back, he left his hands on Max’s face for a long moment, as they held each other’s eyes. 


Isaac’s age was hard to guess. He could be Nick’s age, or he could be younger. 
Characteristically for an omega, he hadn’t aged as visibly as the others from the time the 
photo was taken. Fine, almost delicate eyebrows arched above liquid black eyes. A long nose 
ran down to a mouth that was, once again, smiling at him with the warmth of the sun. 


Max hadn’t realized he’d been so cold, until that warmth reached something in his chest and 
it started to thaw. 


When Isaac let him go, he felt the warm impression of his hands like a tingling on his face, 
and he felt himself blushing slightly. Isaac shucked off his plate carrier, and passed it to one 
of the others to put away in their gear cabinet. Then he tucked Max up against his side, and 
Max couldn’t help but notice how well he fit there. 


Nick took the pad of paper, and flipped back. Once again, he tapped the line, “ Questions are 
good and I want you to ask questions. Please ask a question on the next page .” Then he 
pushed the paper and pencil back in front of Max, and sat back himself, giving Max the floor. 


A glance around the circle, and they were all waiting on him, attentive. Ready to listen to 
what Max had to say. He waited another heartbeat, just to test it. But then Max picked up the 
pencil, and began to write. 


End Notes 


There ya go :) this is all for now. We’re not trying to write good, we’re trying to write fun, 
but I want to be told about any errors you spot. I’ve got a couple of thoughts of other scenes 
to play out with these characters that didn’t fit into this arc (Isaac doing Max’s hair, other cute 
shit; Max’s scar stories, other angsty shit). But I may or may not write anything more. Tell 
me what you think! 


(Happy holidays, Coffee © ) 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


